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as	a	 formal	method	for	creative	problem	solving	aimed	at	 fostering	 innovation	
by	harnessing	“the	designer's	sensibility	and	methods.”	The	basic	premise	is	that	
design	“thinking”	can	be	extracted	and	separated	 from	the	situated	practice	of	




in	 the	 literature,	 scholars	 find	 it	 difficult	 to	 explain	 the	 cultural	 and	 experien-
tial	qualities	of	design	thinking	and	it	tends	to	be	presented	as	a	fundamentally	
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can	 nonetheless	 be	 extracted,	 transferred,	 adopted,	 and	
applied	by	non-	designers	in	other	contexts,	and	can	lead	
to	 innovation.	Today,	 this	 separation	of	design	 thinking	
from	 the	 practice	 of	 designing	 in	 the	 studio	 is	 well	 es-
tablished,	 and	 design	 thinking	 has	 come	 to	 be	 accepted	
as	a	 formal	method	 for	creative problem solving	which	is	




ical	 and	 a	 practical	 perspective.	 Conceptualizations	 of	
design	thinking	depart	from	descriptions	of	design	think-
ing	 practice	 but	 scholars	 complain	 that	 these	 descrip-
tions	 are	 poorly	 connected	 to	 existing	 theory	 and	 leave	
the	relationship	between	practice	and	innovation	unclear	








Jouini	 et	 al.,	 2016;	 Elsbach	 &	 Stigliani,	 2018;	 Hölzle	 &	
Rhinow,	 2019),	 organizational	 culture	 (Ben	 Mahmoud-	
Jouini	et	al.,	2016;	Carlgren	et	al.,	2016a;	Deserti	&	Rizzo,	
2014;	 Dunne,	 2018;	 Elsbach	 &	 Stigliani,	 2018;	 Wrigley	
et	al.,	2020),	 leadership	(Bason	&	Austin,	2019;	Verganti	




theoretical	 contributions	 all	 point	 to	 the	 importance	 of	









From	 a	 practical	 perspective,	 empirical	 studies	 show	
that	 design	 thinking	 methods	 may	 not	 be	 so	 easily	 sep-
arated	from	the	cultural	context	 in	which	they	emerged,	
and	 the	 particular	 values	 associated	 with	 that	 context	
(Elsbach	 &	 Stigliani,	 2018;	 Fayard	 et	 al.,	 2017).	 Studies	
show	that	clashes	between	the	values	and	behaviors	 im-
plied	 by	 design	 thinking	 methods	 and	 the	 traditional	
working	values	and	the	behaviors	expected	in	managerial	
settings	 hamper	 the	 possibility	 of	 design	 thinking	 proj-
ects	 reaching	 their	 full	potential	 (Bason	&	Austin,	2019;	
Ben	Mahmoud-	Jouini	et	al.,	2016;	Björklund	et	al.,	2020;	
Carlgren	 et	 al.,	 2016a;	 Elsbach	 &	 Stigliani,	 2018;	 Kelley	
&	Kelley,	2012;	Kupp	et	al.,	2017;	Liedtka,	2018;	Wrigley	
et	 al.,	 2020).	 Several	 scholars	 have	 pointed	 out	 that	 the	
design	 thinking	 nomenclature	 is	 based	 on	 a	 cognitivist	
perspective	 which	 separates	 thought	 from	 practical	 ac-













•	 Organizations	 seeking	 to	 implement	 design	
thinking	should	not	rely	solely	on	methods	and	
tools	but	also:
○	 Build	 on	 current	 practices	 and	 assist	 co-	
workers	 by	 offering	 flexible	 structures	 and	
cultivating	supporting	cultures.
○	 Nurture	 sensibility	 by	 training	 improvisa-
tion	and	imagination	skills	and	developing	a	
local	design	thinking	vernacular.
○	 Involve	 professional	 designers	 in	 design	
thinking	 teams	 to	 offer	 team	 members	 the	
opportunity	 to	 learn	 with	 professional	 de-
signers	by	imitating	their	sensibility.
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of	 design	 thinking	 excludes	 the	 real	 contribution	 of	 the	
designer's	 professional	 aesthetic	 expertise	 which	 is	 built	
on	 years	 of	 drawing,	 building,	 and	 modeling	 training	
(Mount	 et	 al.,	 2020;	 Tonkinwise,	 2011).	 As	 indicated	 by	




date	 critical	 aspects	 of	 the	 designer's	 creative	 practice	
(Austin	et	al.,	2018;	Deserti	&	Rizzo,	2014).
The	 notion	 of	 designers’	 sensibility	 to	 which	 Brown	







Verganti	 (2017,	pp.	101–	102)	 is	more	explicit	 in	warning	
that	 “removing	 felt-	sense	 and	 aesthetics”	 from	 design	
constitutes	a	design	thinking	“lobotomy”	which	makes	it	
digestible	for	managers	but	eradicates	the	creative	power	




potential”)	 is	 embedded	 in	 the	 experiential	 and	 cultural	
aspects	of	designers’	creative	practice,	or	their	sensibility,	
but	 the	 cognitivist	 bias	 in	 the	 design	 thinking	 literature	
is	unable	to	account	for	these	aspects.	Consequently,	de-
signers’	 “creative	 practice”	 remains	 undertheorized	 in	
the	 design	 thinking	 literature	 which	 is	 unhelpful	 in	 un-
derstanding	 implementation	 failures	 caused	 by	 cultural	
clashes.	 Thus,	 a	 deeper	 understanding	 of	 the	 nature	 of	
designers’	creative	practice	and	their	sensibility	in	partic-
ular	requires	an	alternative	theoretical	perspective	which:	















ative	 practice,	 and	 the	 cultural	 tensions	 between	 man-
agement	 and	 design	 disciplines	 stem	 from	 the	 different	
epistemological	and	educational	traditions	in	which	they	











ated,	embodied	practice	 in	 line	with	 the	pragmatist	par-












be	 researched	 separately	 to	 extract	 the	 distinctive	 per-
spectives	 and	 potential	 contributions	 of	 each	 (Rylander	
Eklund	&	Simpson,	2020).
The	 main	 contribution	 of	 this	 paper	 is	 to	 extend	 de-




within	 the	 context	 of	 studio	 culture	 and	 grounded	 in	 a	
pragmatist	paradigm.	We	contribute	to	the	design	thinking	
literature	in	three	ways.	First,	we	show	that	sensemaking	
rather	 than	problem	solving	 is	 the	basic	 logic	underpin-
ning	the	practice	of	designing	and	highlight	imagination	








paradox	 we	 have	 identified	 in	 the	 design	 thinking	 liter-
ature	 by	 discussing	 the	 roots	 and	 consequences	 of	 the	
separation	 between	 design	 thinking	 and	 the	 practice	 of	
designing.	We	 describe	 the	 philosophical	 underpinnings	
of	 the	 cognitivist	 and	 pragmatist	 paradigms	 to	 explain	
how	their	different	conceptualizations	of	practice	lead	to	
a	respective	focus	on	problem	solving	and	methods	versus	
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plementary	 theoretical	 perspectives—	design	 thinking	 as	
problem	 solving	 and	 design	 thinking	 as	 sensemaking—	
and	 show	 how	 they	 invite	 different	 interpretations	 of	
design	 thinking.	 Finally,	 we	 discuss	 the	 implications	 of	
our	alternative	perspective	for	design	thinking	theory,	re-
search,	and	practice.





Sköldberg	 et	 al.,	 2013).	 The	 design	 firm	 IDEO	 played	 a	
central	role	by	providing	foundational	definitions	and	pro-
posing	a	model	of	design	thinking	which	became	widely	
influential	 (Micheli	 et	 al.,	 2019,	 see	 also	 Auernhammer	
&	 Roth,	 Forthcoming).	 Therefore,	 the	 nomenclature	 of	
“design	 thinking”	 as	 used	 in	 the	 literature,	 namely	 as	 a	
thought	process	 supported	by	methods	and	 tools	geared	




of	 design	 thinking	 itself:	 although	 originally	 focused	 on	
product	development,	it	has	expanded	to	include	the	de-
sign	of	services,	strategies,	and	even	educational	and	other	








novel	 forms,	 the	 latter	was	 taken	 from	the	management	
consultant's	playbook	and	presented	design	thinking	as	a	







able,	 it	 does	 not	 accurately	 reflect	 the	 situated	 everyday	
practice	of	designing	at	IDEO.	Michael	Schrage,	who	stud-









tithesis	 of	 a	 cookie-	cutter	 replicable	 process”.	 This	 link	
between	IDEO’s	culture	and	its	innovativeness	was	noted	












ademic	 literature	 of	 what	 design	 thinking	 “is”	 lack	 co-
herence	 and	 are	 not	 able	 to	 account	 for	 what	 occurs	 in	
practice	 (Carlgren	 et	 al.,	 2016b).	 While	 much	 effort	 has	
been	 expended	 on	 developing	 a	 nomenclature	 which	
defines	 design	 thinking	 as	 a	 management	 concept,	 it	
remains	 an	 ambiguous	 and	 elusive	 notion	 as	 several	 re-
views	point	out	 (see	e.g.,	Carlgren	et	al.,	2016b;	Hassi	&	
Laakso,	 2011;	 Johansson-	Sköldberg	 et	 al.,	 2013;	 Micheli	
et	 al.,	 2019).	 At	 the	 overall	 level,	 these	 scholars	 agree	
that	 design	 thinking	 offers	 a	 human-	centered	 approach	
to	problem	solving	which	can	be	adopted	and	applied	by	
non-	designers	 in	a	variety	of	contexts	to	foster	creativity	
and	 innovation.	 There	 are	 multiple	 different	 categoriza-
tions	 of	 the	 specific	 characteristics,	 attributes,	 and	 prin-
ciples	 of	 design	 thinking	 but	 there	 is	 some	 consensus	
(although	the	labels	may	vary)	about	its	pillars	which	are	
considered	to	be	empathy,	abduction,	and	experimentation	
(e.g.,	 Dell’Era	 et	 al.,	 2020;	 Liedtka,	 2015;	 Micheli	 et	 al.,	
2019;	Mount	et	al.,	2020;	Seidel	&	Fixson,	2013;	Verganti	
et	 al.,	 2020).	 According	 to	 Brown	 (2009,	 p.	 55)	 empathy	
describes	“the	effort	to	see	the	world	through	the	eyes	of	





to	“what	 is”	 (induction)	and	of	“what	must	be”	 (deduc-
tion)	 (Martin,	 2009,	 p.	 27).	 Experimentation	 is	 typically	
associated	 with	 an	 ethos	 of	 curiosity	 and	 a	 learning-	by-	
doing	attitude	and	uses	prototyping	and	visualization	 to	
transform	 an	 idea	 into	 something	 tangible	 that	 can	 be	
tested,	 and	 which	 leads	 to	 new	 opportunities	 through	
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various	 iterative	 cycles	 (Carlgren	 et	 al.,	 2016b,	 Dell’Era	
et	al.,	2020;	Magistretti	et	al.,	Forthcoming).	These	pillars	
are	often	described	 in	 terms	of	 tools	and	methods	using	
language	 borrowed	 from	 science	 and	 demonstrating	 the	
cognitivist	tendencies	inherent	in	the	development	of	de-
sign	 thinking	 into	 a	 management	 concept.	 At	 the	 same	
time,	as	mentioned	in	the	introduction,	empirical	studies	
investigating	 design	 thinking	 in	 practice	 often	 point	 to	
certain	aspects	of	the	sensibility	which	is	the	focus	of	this	
paper.
It	 would	 seem	 that	 there	 is	 a	 paradox	 here:	 while	 it	
is	 commonly	 acknowledged	 that	 the	 roots	 of	 the	 design	
thinking	nomenclature	lie	in	the	professional	practice	of	
designing,	 efforts	 to	 conceptualize	 and	 describe	 design	
thinking	 tend	 to	 depart	 from	 a	 contrived	 separation	 in	
which	the	notion	of	“practice”	proxies	for	the	application	
or	implementation	of	an	“idea”,	and	does	not	encompass	
the	 experiential	 and	 cultural	 aspects	 that	 ultimately	 un-
derlie	the	creative	practice	of	designing.	We	attribute	this	
shortcoming	 to	 the	 cognitivism	 that	 both	 explicitly	 and	










ing.	 We	 maintain	 that	 both	 paradigms	 are	 foundational	
for	both	the	“idea”	and	the	“practice”	of	design	thinking,	
and	that	both	have	influenced	the	design	and	the	design	







3 	 | 	 COGNITIVISM AND 
MANAGEMENT CULTURES




velopment	 of	 this	 understanding	 of	 design	 thinking	 can	
be	 traced	 back	 to	 the	 “Design	 Methods	 Movement”,	 an	
early	stream	of	design	research	focused	on	methodology	
which	emerged	in	the	1960s	and	was	inspired	by	emergent	
developments	 in	 systems	 theory	 and	 cognitive	 science.	
This	movement	was	driven	by	 the	 impetus	 to	“scientize	
design,”	and	was	 further	galvanized	by	Herbert	Simon’s	
(1969)	seminal	book,	The Sciences of the Artificial	which	











as	 a	 fundamentally	 cognitive	 problem-	solving	 activity.	
While	 the	 field	 of	 design	 studies	 has	 certainly	 evolved,	
and	the	Simonian	tradition	has	been	challenged	notably	
by	 Schön’s	 (1983)	 work	 on	 design	 as	 reflective	 practice,	
Simon	 (1969)	 remains	 a	 foundational	 reference	 in	 both	
the	 design	 (Huppatz,	 2015)	 and	 design-	related	 innova-
tion	management	literature	(Micheli	et	al.,	2019;	Verganti	
et	 al.,	 2020).	 Thus,	 the	 design	 thinking	 nomenclature	 is	
imbued	 with	 Simon's	 “logic	 of	 design,”	 and	 its	 inherent	
tendency	to	repress	“judgment,	intuition,	experience,	and	
social	interaction”	(Huppatz,	2015,	p.	29).
In	 addition	 to	 this	 heritage	 in	 cognitive-	oriented	 de-
sign	 research,	 the	 development	 of	 design	 thinking	 into	
a	 management	 concept	 has	 as	 a	 matter	 of	 course	 been	
shaped	by	the	management	field's	own	cognitivist	tenden-
cies.	According	to	Lorino	(2019),	Simon's	logic	and	ideas	
have	 been	 so	 profoundly	 naturalized	 within	 the	 field	 of	
organizational	 analysis	 that	 researchers	 and	 managers	
unconsciously	 make	 tacit	 use	 of	 them,	 rendering	 cogni-
tivism	a	widespread	but	often	implicit	inclination	in	man-





principles.	 Many	 efforts	 to	 articulate	 design	 thinking	 in	
its	 experiential	 and	 cultural	 dimensions	 have	 been	 cur-




insight	 that	 is	 articulated	 by	 recourse	 to	 Schein’s	 (1992)	
work	on	culture	which	is	rooted	 in	a	cognitivist	and	be-
haviorist	framework	closely	aligned	with	Herbert	Simon's	
thinking.	 This	 analytic	 move	 encounters	 difficulties	 in	
enunciating	experiential	and	cultural	qualities	that	can	be	
discerned	properly	only	through	an	alternative	paradigm	
of	 comprehension.	 Schein’s	 (1992)	 cultural	 framework	
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quintessentially	 embodies	 the	 cognitivist	 inclinations	 of	
management	 cultures,	 and	 thus	 serves	 as	 a	 convenient	
and	potent	 	illustration	of	 the	 lack	of	coherence	that	has	
afflicted	 the	 managerial	 literature	 on	 design	 thinking.	
Hence,	 in	 what	 follows	 we	 dissect	 this	 framework	 to	
clarify	 some	 of	 the	 philosophical	 underpinnings	 of	 cog-
nitivism	and	analyze	how	they	shape	notions	of	culture,	
practice,	and	creativity	(see	Table	1).




develop	 shared	 norms,	 values,	 and	 assumptions	 which	









behavior	 articulated	 by	 group	 members	 and	 used	 to	 de-
scribe	their	culture,	and	which	predict	much	of	what	can	
be	observed	at	the	level	of	artifacts.	The	lowest	level	of	un-
derlying	 assumptions	 operates	 below	 consciousness	 and	
is	concerned	with	the	deeper	learning	which	allows	group	
members	 to	 internalize	 behavioral,	 cognitive,	 and	 emo-




in	 the	 human	 mind.	 This	 betrays	 a	 form	 of	 “culturalist	




cognitive	 structures	 (level	 of	 basic	 assumptions)	 and	 in-
tentional	 operations	 in	 consciousness	 (level	 of	 espoused	
values)	considered	to	be	“inward”	causes	of	the	“outward”	
human	 behavior	 (level	 of	 artifacts).	 Here	 practices	 are	
regarded	merely	as	an	“effect”	of	relatively	stable	values	
and	 assumptions.	 That	 is,	 practical	 action	 (what	 people	
do)	is	considered	a	rendition	of	subjacent	cognitive	states	
(what	people	think).	Accordingly,	non-	observable	mental	
structures	 and	 operations	 taking	 place	 “inside”	 precede	
and	 drive	 observable	 bodily	 practices	 and	 activities	 tak-
ing	 place	 “outside”.	 This	 cognitivist	 framework	 endows	
















ativity	 “through	 the	 gradual	 creation	 of	 a	 shared	 set	 of	
meanings	 and	 a	 ‘common’	 thinking	 process.”	 This	 view	
T A B L E  1 	 Paradigms	of	comprehension
Philosophical underpinnings
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places	creativity	at	the	level	of	cognition,	assigning	great	
value	 to	 the	 “sharedness”	 of	 mental	 states	 as	 the	 key	 to	
solving	 problems.	 Creativity	 is	 thus	 reduced	 to	 a	 matter	
of	cognitive	restructuring	and	alignment	in	terms	of	un-
derlying	 meaning	 structures	 and	 information	 processes	
geared	towards	problem	identification	and	problem	solu-




human	 creativity	 as	 fundamentally	 a	 computational	 act	
(Kaiser,	 2019).	 There	 is	 an	 obvious	 bias	 toward	 stability	















process	 in	 management	 settings,	 including	 the	 plethora	
of	 corporate	 programs	 and	 courses	 aimed	 at	 achieving	
an	intellectual	“transfer”	of	the	design	thinking	mindset	
using	various	 tools	and	methods.	These	efforts	are	often	
characterized	 by	 the	 implicit	 embrace	 of	 a	 low	 view	 of	





ment	 cultures,	 and	 to	 explain	 the	 recurrent	 theoretical	
deficiencies	 and	 empirical	 difficulties	 present	 in	 the	 de-
sign	thinking	literature	related	to	grappling	with	the	expe-
riential	and	cultural	qualities	of	the	practice	of	designing.




of	 designing	 and	 sensibility	 in	 a	 studio	 culture	 context.	
Buchanan	 (1992)	 notes	 that	 design	 theory	 has	 tended	





by	 the	 principle	 that	 focuses	 on	 quality of experience,	
sometimes	 discussed	 in	 terms	 of	 design qualities	 in	 de-
sign	education	(Auernhammer	&	Roth,	Forthcoming),	in	
an	 inquiry	 focused	 on	 making	 (Dixon	 &	 French,	 2020).	
John	Dewey's	theories	of	inquiry	(Dewey,	1938)	and	aes-
thetic	 experience	 (Dewey,	 1934)	 have	 been	 influential	
sources	 for	 design	 scholars	 who	 contend	 that	 the	 prac-
tice	of	designing	reflects	a	pragmatist	epistemology	(see	
e.g.,	Buchanan,	1992,	2015;	Dalsgaard,	2014;	Dixon,	2019;	
Melles,	 2008;	 Schön,	 1983;	 Steen,	 2013;	 Wetter-	Edman	
et	 al.,	 2018).	 It	 is	 therefore	 not	 surprising	 that	 design	
F I G U R E  1  Comparing	views	of	practice	and	culture
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&	 Ravasi,	 2018).	 In	 addition,	 Schön’s	 (1983)	 concept	 of	
design	as	a	reflective	practice	is	based	on	his	interpreta-
tion	of	Dewey's	theory	of	inquiry	and	has	been	a	critical	









doing,	 reason-	emotion,	 theory-	practice,	 individual-	
community,	 and	 so	 forth	 (Lorino,	 2018).	 Their	 guiding	
principle	 was	 continuity	 rooted	 in	 a	 processual	 ontology	
which	 views	 reality	 as	 a	 ceaseless	 process,	 as	 flux	 and	
transformation	rather	than	as	a	stable	world	of	unchang-
ing	entities	(Nayak	&	Chia,	2011).
According	 to	 pragmatism	 experience	 constitutes	 the	
foundation	for	all	human	activity.	For	Dewey	(1958,	p.	8),	





It	 is	a	continuous	process	which	 is	 situated	 in	a	natural	







on	 our	 past	 experience	 and	 our	 intentions	 and	 desires	
for	 the	 future,	 and	 thus	 dependent	 on	 our	 imagination	
(Dewey,	1958).
In	this	tradition,	culture	is	predicated	on	the	pragma-
tist	 understanding	 that	 our	 “being	 in	 the	 world”	 is	 pri-
marily	qualitative	rather	than	cognitive	(Alexander,	2013,	
p.	7).	As	Figure	1  shows,	 culture	 is	 shared	and	evolving	
learning	 arising	 from	 embodied	 experience	 via	 transac-
tions	 with	 the	 physical,	 social,	 and	 temporal	 environ-
ments.	To	cope	with	a	processual	reality	that	is	in	constant	










we	pay attention to	and	how	we	make sense	of	the	world	
(Dewey,	1939:	Hennion,	2015;	Weick,	1995).
This	 action-	oriented	 perspective	 makes	 it	 impossible	
for	an	outsider	to	understand	practices	by	simply	“observ-




taneously	 transcending	 the	 individual	 and	 social	 levels	
of	analysis	(Simpson,	2009).	It	entails	a	view	of	creativity	
that	is	manifestly	different	from	Simonian	cognitivism	in	
which	 action	 is	 a	 product	 of	 cognitive	 operations.	 From	
a	 pragmatist	 perspective,	 action	 is	 constitutive	 of	 cogni-
tion.	Reality	is	seen	as	an	ongoing	process	through	which	
people	 try	 to	 make	 sense	 of	 and	 act	 coherently	 in	 the	
world;	 thus,	 creativity	 is	 inherent	 in	 experience	 and	 en-
acted	through	practice.	As	James	(1909,	p.	264)	suggested,	




Therefore,	 a	 pragmatist	 understanding	 of	 designing	
as	 a	 creative	 practice	 emphasizes	 experience	 and	 action	









in	 scientific	 inquiry.	 However,	 for	 Peirce	 whose	 guiding	
principle	 was	 that	 our	 theories	 must	 be	 linked	 to	 expe-
rience	 and	 practice	 (Misak,	 2004),	 abduction	 could	 not	
be	 reduced	 to	 a	 mode	 of	 inference	 or	 “reasoning”	 but	
must	be	seen	as	a	 first	 step	 in	 the	 inquiry.	Abduction	 is	
triggered	 by	 an	 embodied	 experience	 of	 doubt,	 fueled	
by	imagination.	Indeed,	“next	after	the	passion	to	learn,	
there	is	no	quality	so	indispensable	to	the	successful	pros-
ecution	 of	 science	 as	 imagination”	 (Peirce,	 1955,	 p.	 43).	
Studied	through	a	pragmatist	lens,	abduction	provides	a	
view	 of	 creativity	 as	 inherent	 in	 all	 action	 (Joas,	 1996),	
and	emerging	from	embodied,	situated	social	experience.	
In	 contemporary	 organizational	 contexts	 which	 include	
collaboration	and	co-	creation,	abduction	is	best	seen	as	“a	
   | 9RYLANDER EKLUND et al.





qualitative	emphasizes	 the	central	 roles	of	 the	body	and	
the	senses	in	all	forms	of	inquiry,	and	of	attention	to	the	
quality	 of	 experience.	 So,	 while	 Simon's	 view	 of	 design	
which	focuses	on	problem	solving,	is	a	disembodied	pro-




tions	 and	 concerns	 in	 complex	 situations	 which	 render	
it	not	obvious	how	to	proceed	(cf.	Cohen,	2007;	Verganti	





while	 the	 literal	 definition	 of	 sensemaking	 is	 “meaning	
making”	or	“feeling	making”,	the	word	“sense”	allows	the	
integration	of	both	cognitive	and	emotional	aspects	of	the	
human	 experience	 in	 interaction	 with	 the	 environment.	
The	action	of	designing	links	sensory	systems	(sense)	with	
motor	action	(making),	and	therefore	in	practice	design-
ing	 involves	 “making	 sense	 of	 ‘things’”	 (Krippendorff,	
1989)	since	“things”	are	in	the	making.
Sensemaking	 events	 are	 triggered	 by	 ambiguity	 and	
uncertainty	(Weick,	1995),	and	thus	are	abductive	and	in-
herently	 creative	 and	 imaginative	 in	 nature.	They	 “start	
with	 chaos”	 and	 can	 be	 conceived	 as	 the	 experience	 of	
being	 thrown	 into	 an	 ongoing,	 unknowable,	 unpredict-
able	streaming	of	experience	in	search	of	answers	to	the	
question	“what's	the	story?”	(Weick	et	al.,	2005).	In	such	
situations	 imagination	 is	 essential	 because	 it	 gives	 form	
to	 unknown	 things	 (Weick,	 2005)	 and	 improvisation	 is	
the	necessary	modus	operandi	(Weick	et	al.,	2005).	Weick	
suggests	 the	analogy	of	 improvisation	by	 jazz	musicians	
to	 understand	 how	 sensemaking	 as	 opposed	 to	 Simon's	
rational	 decision-	making,	 is	 embodied	 in	 improvisation	
as	people	“act	in	order	to	think”	(Weick,	1998,	p.	547).	In	








in	 certain	 ways;	 both	 see	 shared	 learning	 as	 at	 the	 core	
of	 cultural	 development.	 However,	 they	 offer	 distinctly	



























practice	 and	 to	 explore	 sensibility.	 This	 practice	 can	 be	
understood	only	within	the	context	of	studio	culture,	the	
primary	setting	for	the	designer's	enculturation.









sion”.	 Management	 education	 is	 concerned	 primarily	
with	 problem	 solving	 and	 typically	 is	 organized	 around	
texts	 which	 deliver	 an	 authoritative	 scientific	 discourse.	





malized	 methods	 and	 tools	 as	 critical	 devices	 for	 learn-
ing	 follows	 as	 a	 logical	 consequence.	 In	 studio	 cultures,	
the	 practice	 of	 designing	 is	 ongoing,	 situated	 learning	
grounded	in	sensemaking.
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emergent	 process	 and	 their	 judgment	 of	 design	 qualities	
(Edström,	2008;	Farías	&	Wilkie,	2016;	Hennion,	2015).
4.2	 |	 Developing flexible structures to 




on	 inside-	out	 expression	 (imagination)	 via	 making	 (im-
















To	 encourage	 an	 imaginative,	 exploratory	 disposition	 to	
explore	“what	will	happen	if	…?”	studio	assignments	are	




new	 techniques.	The	 repetition	and	continuity	of	 studio	












These	 flexible	 structures	 support	 the	 development	 of	
sensibility	by	encouraging	its	main	practices.	Aesthetic ex-
perimentation	 refers	 to	 experimenting	 with	 and	 through	
different	 materials	 and	 mediums	 such	 as	 paper,	 wood,	






F I G U R E  2  Sensibility












flect	 on	 the	 design	 qualities	 and	 expressiveness	 of	 their	
work.	 Routine	 studio	 critiques	 contribute	 to	 a	 support-






in	 general	 and	 in	 each	 design	 studio	 in	 particular	 relies	
heavily	on	shared	cultural	references.	Design	vernacular	
used	in	the	practice	of	designing	can	only	be	understood	
by	 the	members	of	 the	community	 in	which	 it	 emerged	
(Eckert	&	Stacey,	2000).
To	 conclude,	 we	 consider	 designer	 sensibility	 as	 the	
skills	and	disposition	cultivated	during	studio	education	
through	continuous	practice,	concerned	with	design	qual-
ities	 and	 the	 open-	ended,	 expressive	 purpose	 of	 imagin-










5 	 | 	 INTERPRETING DESIGN 
THINKING AS SENSEMAKING
Each	 paradigm	 of	 comprehension	 leads	 to	 a	 disposition	
to	interpret	the	world,	and	consequently	to	different	ways	




lems)	 explains	 the	 disposition	 to	 value	 generic	 concepts	
and	formal	methods	in	design	thinking	as	problem	solv-
ing.	The	cognitivist	tradition	is	concerned	with	addressing	








played	by	 the	 real	 studio	 in	 the	 formal	education	of	de-
signers	 (Liedtka,	2020).	Based	on	 the	cognitivist	bias	 to-
ward	stability	and	control,	methods	are	seen	as	a	means	
to	 tame	 the	 chaos	 inherent	 in	 design	 thinking	 practice	
(Brown,	2008).
In	contrast,	interpreting	design	thinking	as	sensemak-








eryday	 work	 as	 they	 make	 sense	 of	 new	 or	 unexpected	
situations	 (Cunha	&	Clegg,	2018;	Mannucci	et	al.,	2021;	
Weick,	 1998).	 Similarly,	 the	 principle	 of	 design	 that	 fo-
cuses	on	quality	of	experience	apply	to	all	of	those	served	
by	the	organization	(Buchanan,	2015).	Therefore,	the	defi-
nition	 of	 sensibility	 in	 the	 context	 of	 designers	 applies	
also	to	design	thinkers;	skills	and	dispositions	concerned	
with	quality	of	experience	and	the	open-	ended	imagining	




tion”	 or	 reframing	 of	 a	 “complex	 problem”).	 Therefore,	
while	 both	 are	 concerned	 with	 the	 experiential	 context	





qualities	 relating	 to	 physical	 objects	 or	 expressiveness.	
In	 designing,	 psychological	 safety	 lies	 in	 the	 practice	 of	









psychological	 safety	 in	 improvisation	 (Mannucci	 et	 al.,	
2021).	This	 trust	 is	built	 through	sustained	practice	over	
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time	and	is	supported	by	flexible	structures	which	allow	









we	review	 the	 literature	 relevant	 to	 the	pillars	of	design	
thinking	to	show	how	the	two	perspectives	lead	to	funda-
mentally	different	 interpretations	of	 the	design	 thinking	
pillars	(see	Table	2).
As	 already	 mentioned,	 design	 thinking	 as	 problem	
solving	 dominates	 the	 design	 thinking	 nomenclature	
and	 has	 led	 to	 the	 current	 conceptualization	 of	 design	
thinking	 as	 a	 formal	 problem-	solving	 method	 focused	
on	process	descriptions,	methods,	and	tools.	This	cogni-
tivist	 framing	 leads	 to	 a	 view	 of	 empathy	 that	 focuses	
on	 capturing	 user	 experience	 which	 emphasizes	 field	
research	 and	 user	 involvement	 to	 allow	 designers	 to	
“draw	 conclusions	 about	 what	 people	 want	 and	 need”	
(Kolko,	 2015,	 p.	 68).	 This	 conceptualization	 retains	 a	
dualist	 separation	 between	 user	 and	 design	 thinker	
and	 borrows	 from	 scientific	 language	 and	 emphasizes	
certain	 methods	 and	 tools,	 such	 as	 observation,	 inter-




ference”	 (what	 might	 be)	 in	 contrast	 to	 induction	 and	
deduction	 (what	 is)	 as	 outlined	 by	 Martin	 (2009)	 and	




nition	 or	 reasoning	 as	 the	 essence	 of	 design's	 method-
ological	distinctiveness.	Descriptions	of	experimentation	
in	 the	 design	 thinking	 nomenclature	 focuses	 on	 tools	





able	 outcomes;	 it	 privileges	 concreteness	 and	 visibility	
over	action	and	sensibility.
T A B L E  2 	 Theoretical	perspectives
Perspectives on design thinking
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We	 argue	 that	 the	 design	 thinking	 as	 sensemaking	
perspective	 can	 help	 us	 identify	 the	 existence	 and	 role	




consisted	 of	 “experienc[ing]	 the	 customers’	 environ-
ments	and	observ[ing]	 the	established	ways	equipment	
was	 being	 used”.	This	 “unique	 activity	 led	 the	 team	 to	
viscerally understand and value	 customers’	 needs”,	 al-







design	 thinker	 in	 relation	 to	 empathy.	 It	 also	 points	 to	
the	 embodied	 and	 improvisational	 nature	 of	 imagina-
tion	 for	 exploring	 “what	 might	 be”.	 The	 literature	 al-
ready	assigns	importance	to	imagination,	which	is	often	





but	 it	 “works	 extremely	 well	 for	 imagining	 the	 future”	
implying	 that	 imagining	 futures	may	be	a	more	appro-
priate	framing.	However,	what	imagination	means	more	
concretely	 in	practice	is	unexplained.	Finally,	 the	prag-
matist	 paradigm	 points	 to	 a	 more	 profound	 role	 of	 the	
act of experimenting.	 We	 noted	 previously	 that	 recent	
empirical	 research	 shows	 that	 the	 experience	 of	 using	
design	 methods	 and	 tools	 is	 critical	 for	 design	 think-
ers’	 sensemaking	 and	 affects	 their	 norms	 and	 values	
(Elsbach	&	Stigliani,	2018).	Engagement	in	design	think-
ing	practice	shapes	design	thinkers’	lived	experience	as	
innovators;	“It	 shapes	 them	as	 they	create	designs	 that	
mold	 the	 experiences	 of	 users”	 (Liedtka,	 2020,	 p.	 58).	
This	transformation	requires	a	leap	of	faith	and	willing-
ness	 to	 improvise:	“You	have	to	 jump	to	 the	unknown,	
explore,	tolerate	risks…	you	have	to	trust	your	intuition”	
(Björklund	et	al.,	2020,	p.	5).
Table	 2	 offers	 two	 complementary	 theoretical	 per-
spectives	 on	 design	 thinking	 theory.	 Our	 review	 of	 the	
pillars	 of	 design	 thinking	 from	 each	 perspective	 shows	
that	both	are	present	in	the	literature.	However,	the	cog-
nitivist	 framing	of	design	 thinking	obscures	 the	 role	of	
sensibility	 in	 design	 thinking	 theory	 by	 excluding	 em-




6 	 | 	 IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY 
AND PRACTICE
This	article	helps	to	clarify	the	relationship	between	prac-











6.1	 |	 Implications for theory
First,	 we	 call	 attention	 to	 the	 need	 for	 a	 practice theory	
in	 the	design	thinking	 literature.	For	many	decades,	 the	
notion	of	practice	has	been	 the	subject	of	wider	debates	
in	 the	social	sciences,	 leading	to	a	“practice	 turn”	 in	so-
cial	theory	(see	Schatzki	et	al.,	2001;	Reckwitz,	2002)	and	
management	 theory	 (e.g.,	 Jarzabkowski	 &	 Spee,	 2009;	
MacKay	et	al.,	2021;	Miettinen	et	al.,	2009;	Simpson,	2009;	
Seidl	&	Whittington,	2014).	However,	despite	the	central-
ity	of	practice	 in	design	 thinking	 theory,	practice	 theory	
is	 virtually	 absent	 in	 the	 design	 thinking	 nomenclature.	




which	 positions	 practice	 as	 a	 consequence	 of	 decision-	
making	(Lorino,	2019).	Within	this	practice	turn,	pragma-
tism	is	seen	as	offering	new	ways	to	engage	with	practice	
to	 emphasize	 its	 creative	 and	 emergent	 character	 and	
avoid	problematic	separations	between	the	individual	and	
the	collective,	and	between	thinking	and	doing	(Simpson,	
2009).	 We	 argue	 that	 our	 pragmatist	 perspective	 which	
considers	design	thinking	as	sensemaking	is	particularly	








in	 design	 thinking,	 and	 particularly	 its	 experiential	 and	
cultural	aspects	(e.g.,	Elsbach	&	Stigliani,	2018).	However,	
the	 cognitivist	 framing	 of	 design	 thinking	 and	 the	 spe-
cific	theories	invoked	prevent	a	deeper	understanding	of	
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these	aspects.	For	example,	some	scholars	show	that	the	
contribution	 of	 design	 thinking	 to	 innovation	 lies	 in	 its	
lower-	level	 context-	specific	 organizational	 aspects	 (mi-
crofoundations)	 which	 underpin	 dynamic	 capabilities	
(Appleyard	et	al.,	2020;	Cousins,	2018;	Dong	et	al.,	2016;	
Kurtmollaiev	et	al.,	2018;	Magistretti	et	al.,	Forthcoming).	
Some	 studies	 show	 that	 design	 thinking	 practices	
strengthen	the	capacity	for	sensing	opportunities	such	as	















social	 and	 embodied	 practices	 rather	 than	 formal	 in-
structions	 or	 templates	 (Nayak	 et	 al.,	 2020).	 To	 theorize	
these	sensitivities	and	dispositions	requires	an	alternative	
perspective	 such	 as	 our	 proposed	 pragmatist	 paradigm	
focused	on	sensemaking	and	sensibility.	We	invite	devel-
opments	 of	 our	 and	 other	 theoretical	 perspectives	 that	
highlight	the	sensitivities	and	dispositions	underpinning	
dynamic	capabilities.





ing	 focus	 for	 learning,	on	 the	pursuit	of	an	open-	ended	
purpose	 and	 which	 relies	 on	 democratic	 values	 and	 di-
alogue	 (Kolb,	 2015).	 When	 adapted	 to	 design	 thinking	
framed	 as	 problem	 solving,	 experiential	 learning	 tends	
to	 be	 presented	 in	 terms	 of	 a	 process	 involving	 a	 series	
of	specific	steps.	Although	studies	have	contributed	sig-
nificantly	 to	 our	 understanding	 of	 design	 thinking	 and	




technology,	 Liedtka	 (2020)	 refers	 specifically	 to	 Dewey	
to	 ground	 her	 view	 of	 experiential	 learning	 which	 she	
considers	 key	 to	 realizing	 the	 value	 of	 design	 thinking.	
However,	 the	 cognitivist	 framing	 of	 design	 thinking	 as	
“a	 hypothesis-	driven	 process”	 concerned	 with	 “individ-
ual	cognition	and	decision-	making”	(Liedtka,	2015)	has	








ing	 the	 organizational	 culture.	 However,	 their	 reliance	
on	 Schein's	 cultural	 framework	 confines	 their	 analysis	
of	cultural	change	and	experiential	learning	to	cognitiv-
ist	 categories	and	processes	which	emphasize	 tools	and	
problem	 solving	 and	 preclude	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	
noncognitive	dimensions	of	experience	which	are	foun-
dational	 to	 designing.	 We	 believe	 that	 separating	 these	
two	 theoretical	 perspectives	 and	 exploring	 experiential	
learning	 from	 a	 pragmatist	 paradigm	 will	 lead	 to	 new	
insights	and	different	conclusions.	We	suggest	that	there	
is	potential	for	design	thinking	scholars	to	engage	more	
deeply	 with	 the	 pragmatist	 foundations	 of	 constructs	
such	as	experiential	learning	and	to	explore	their	theoret-
ical	and	practical	implications.
Third,	 we	 define	 the	 part	 played	 by	 sensemaking	 in	
design	 thinking	 and	 highlight	 its	 imaginative	 and	 im-
provisational	character	and	the	critical	role	of	embodied	
experience.	The	importance	of	sensemaking	has	been	rec-
ognized	 in	 the	design	 thinking	 literature	but	 typically	 is	
referred	 to	 in	 relation	 to	 specific	 tools	 or	 methods	 or	 as	
a	 cognitive	 meaning-	making	 activity	 which	 gives	 prior-







sensemaking	 from	 a	 pragmatist	 paradigm	 allows	 explo-
ration	 of	 its	 experiential	 nature	 and	 the	 implications	 of	













Finally,	 we	 highlight	 the	 need	 for	 research	 methods	
that	 focus	 on	 specific	 situations	 of	 practice	 in	 design	
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thinking.	The	emphasis	on	embodied	and	situated	practice	
calls	 for	 longitudinal	 qualitative	 research	 (e.g.,	 in-	depth	
ethnographic	research)	showing	how	design	thinkers	ex-
ercise	 their	 imagination,	 improvise	 in	 situ,	 and	 develop	
their	sensibility	over	time.	From	a	processual	perspective	
this	 requires	 the	 researcher	 to	 have	 a	 certain	 sensibility	
to	draw	on	all	 the	 senses	and	appreciate	 the	 spatial	and	
temporal	 situatedness	 of	 organizational	 practices	 (van	
Hulst	et	al.,	2017).	A	focus	on	embodied	experience	calls	
also	 for	 the	 development	 of	 “sensual	 methodologies”	 to	
study	the	aesthetic	experiences	of	such	practices	(Warren,	





6.2	 |	 Implications for practice
We	 argue	 that	 both	 design	 thinking	 as	 problem	 solving	
and	design	thinking	as	sensemaking	are	important	for	the-
orizing	design	thinking,	and	that	both	play	important	and	
somewhat	 complementary	 roles	 in	 the	 implementation	




an	 understanding	 of	 design	 thinking	 from	 a	 managerial	
















practices	 are	 embodied	 and	 situated,	 they	 are	 tied	 to	
their	local	physical	and	social	contexts.	Therefore,	design	
thinking	 implementation	 strategies	 are	 best	 explored	
as	 immanent	 in	 established	 social	 practices,	 that	 is	 de-
parting	from	the	latent	tendencies	inherent	in	practices	
(MacKay	et	al.,	2021).	These	tendencies	can	be	realized	
if	 the	right	support	 is	provided.	Thus,	 the	challenge	for	
managers	 implementing	 design	 thinking	 is	 not	 to	 offer	









structured,	 individualized	 learning	processes,	and	 there-
fore	are	unlikely	to	apply	to	the	development	of	sensibil-
ity	which	is	dependent	on	imagination	and	improvisation	
and	 thus	 is	 unstructured,	 uncertain,	 social,	 and	 rooted	
in	 interactions	 with	 others	 and	 with	 the	 social	 environ-
ment	 more	 broadly	 (Mannucci	 et	 al.,	 2021).	 Given	 the	
focus	on	social	relations	and	imagination	in	design	think-
ing	we	suggest	that	theater	and	drama	improvisations	are	
particularly	 helpful	 to	 train	 design	 thinkers’	 sensibility.	
They	are	an	extreme	form	of	collaboration	which	requires	
egalitarian	practices;	they	have	no	single	formal	leader—	
responsibility	 for	 the	 outcome	 is	 shared.	 Critically,	 the	
media	for	expressing	meaning	(words,	posture,	facial	ex-
pressions,	 tones	 of	 voice)	 are	 the	 same	 as	 those	 used	 in	
organizations	 (Vera	 &	 Crossan,	 2004).	 Improvisational	
theater	and	drama	are	based	on	 flexible	structures	simi-
lar	 to	 studio	 pedagogy	 but	 with	 the	 emphasis	 on	 social	
relations	 to	 allow	 for	 creative	 action	 and	 expression	 in	
the	 situation	 at	 hand.	 For	 example,	 exercises	 based	 on	
improvisation	 (e.g.,	 roleplay,	 games,	 simulation,	 drama)	
in	 management	 contexts	 can	 help	 organizational	 mem-
bers	“stay	with	their	senses”	in	sensemaking	(Springborg,	
2010),	by	 forcing	 them	to	pay	attention	 to	 the	quality	of	
experience	and	remain	in	the	present	moment	(Taylor	&	
Ladkin,	 2014),	 and	 refine	 their	 ability	 to	 express	 them-
selves	 (Corsun	 et	 al.,	 2006).	 Theater	 improvisation	 uses	
techniques	which	support	a	collaborative	creative	process	
that	is	based	on	agreement	and	requires	each	improviser	
to	 accept,	 support,	 and	 enhance	 the	 ideas	 expressed	 by	
others	and	be	attentive	to	one	another	(Vera	&	Crossan,	
2004).	 The	 sensibility	 skills	 developed	 through	 dramatic	
improvisation	 are	 directly	 aligned	 to	 the	 kind	 of	 self-	
organized	and	collaborative	forms	of	leadership	required	
for	design	thinking	(Gagnon	et	al.,	2012).	Providing	time	
and	 space	 for	 these	 exercises	 allows	 design	 thinkers	 to	
develop	 shared	 rituals	 and	 routines	 over	 time,	 develop	
a	 shared	 design	 thinking	 vernacular,	 and	 eventually	 be-
come	skilled	design	thinking	practitioners.
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learning	 and	 improvisation	 to	 nurture	 sensibility	 points	
to	the	important	role	of	professional	designers	with	studio	
training.	Several	 studies	 find	 that	 the	ethos	of	 the	 studio	
culture	remains	with	professional	designers	who	continue	
to	enact	the	artistic	values	of	expressiveness	and	original-
ity,	 reflecting	 an	 open-	ended	 purpose	 (Andriopoulos	 &	
Lewis,	2010;	Boland	et	al.,	2008;	Elsbach,	2009;	Kornberger	
et	 al.,	 2011;	 Michlewski,	 2008).	 Training	 sensibility	 typi-
cally	starts	with	imitation.	As	Mannucci	et	al.	(2021)	show,	









qualities.	 Learning	 sensibility	 requires	 sustained	 practice	




ally	 each	 design	 thinking	 team	 should	 involve	 a	 skilled	
designer.	However,	it	is	also	important	to	understand	and	
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